Endometriosis: etiology and pathophysiology of infertility.
The risk for developing endometriosis begins at puberty and extends to menopause in women of all races. The major pathway in the pathogenesis of this disease is the transplantation of endometrial cells to the pelvis and other abdominal organs via retrograde menstruation. Although retrograde menstruation appears to be a near universal occurrence, those women who are at particular risk for developing the disease have menstrual characteristics that increase the amount and duration of menstrual contamination of the pelvis. The ability of the body's immune system to remove this debris may play a significant independent role. In spite of the apparent association of infertility and endometriosis, there is a paucity of evidence to identify a clear cause-and-effect relationship or to clarify the specific mechanism(s) of infertility due to this enigmatic disease. Areas that warrant additional attention include the effect of endometriosis on ovulation, the impact of the immune system on the development of endometriosis, and the effect of peritoneal inflammation on reproduction. A better understanding of these areas will lead to more efficacious and specific therapies for endometriosis-associated infertility.